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Course of our conversation 
 Three turnings of the wheel – where madhyamaka fits 

 Selflessness 101 – Abandoning “the ignorance that 
believes itself to be me” 

 Sorting out the two truths 

 Brief overview of tenet systems 

 The Shravaka/Vaibhashika approach 

 



Three Dharmachakras 
 First turning – the way things appear to ordinary folks 

 Four noble truths 

 Four great seals 

 Precious human existence 

 Law of cause and effect – karma & the 12 nidanas 

 Second turning – teachings on shunyata 
 Aspirational bodhicitta – Four immeasurables 

 Action bodhicitta – Six paramitas 

 Absolute bodhicitta – Resting in the vast openness of 
wisdom mind 

 Third turning – teachings on sugatagharba  



Three Dharmachakras 
 According to Khenpo Tsultrim Gyamtso Rinpoche, 

first turning teachings present the truth of apparent 
reality.  Helpful in guiding understanding of conduct 
and karmic result. 

 Second turning teachings refute what genuine reality 
is not.  Helpful in clarifying our understanding of the 
profound view. 

 Third turning teachings assert what genuine reality is. 
Helpful in developing profound meditation. 

(Contemplating Reality, page 22 – 23) 



Three Dhramachakras 
 The Dashabhumika-sutra says: “One who passes from 

the fifth and sixth ground does so by embracing the 
ten-fold equality of phenomena.”  Of these ten, only 
the one related to non-origination can be established 
by reasoning.  An understanding of the other nine 
points is the result of realization alone. (Chandrakirti, pg 165) 

 We need to use thought to get beyond thought.  Real 
nonconceptuality arises from recognizing the true 
nature of conceptuality, not through blocking 
thoughts or getting rid of them.    (Contemplating Reality, pg 10) 



Three Dharmachakras 
Khenpo Tsultrim Gyamtso Jeffrey Hopkins 

 The doctrine of buddha-
nature lays the basis for 
Vajrayana and mahamudra 
teachings.  These teachings 
take for granted that the 
practitioner  has already 
understood the vast aspects 
of the relative truth and the 
empty nature of all dharmas. 
(Progressive Stages of Meditation on 

Emptiness, page 4) 

 It is impossible to enter the 
Mantra Vehicle before the 
first of the five stages of 
meditation on emptiness; 
however, it could be entered 
anytime after  the yogi has 
gained an acquaintance with 
emptiness, provided he had 
the other qualifications of 
compassion and so forth. 
(Meditation on Emptiness, page 122) 



Selflessness 101 



Selflessness 101 
When there is a self, one believes there is other, 

From these images of self and other come attachment 
and aversion, 

As a result of getting wrapped up in these, all possible 
faults arise. 

When there is no self, what can be known as other? 

Therefore, there is no attachment or aversion. 

By becoming familiar with this, peace arises. 
(Dharmakirti) 



Selflessness 101 
 What characteristics would an inherently existent 

“self” possess? 

 Singular – we think we are the same person all the time 

 Independent – we think we have choices, rather than the 
result of causes and conditions 

 Important – we think our agenda outweighs others 

 Lasting – we think we are the same self as yesterday 

 Imputed self – identity we attribute to self based on 
relational, philosophical or religious concepts.  “I am…” 

 Instinctive self – gut level feeling that “I exist!” 



Selflessness 101 
Just as it is known  

That an image of one’s face is seen 

Depending on a mirror,  

But does not exist as a face,  

So the conception of “I” exists  

Dependent on the mind and body, 

But like the image of the face 

The “I” does not at all exist as its own reality. 
             (Nagarjuna, Precious Garland of Advice) 



Selflessness 101 
 See everything as empty forms without any substantiality, 

as in the eight similes of illusion: 

 A dream 

 A magic show 

 A visual aberration 

 A mirage 

 An echo 

 A city of gandharvas 

 A reflection, like a water moon 

 A city created by magic  
     (Patrul Rinpoche, Words of My Perfect Teacher) 

 



Selflessness 101 
 

 “All these appearances are false by their very nature.  
When you look into the nature of the subject that 
perceives them – the mind – those objects that appear 
to it do not stop appearing, but the concepts that takes 
them as having any true existence subside.  To leave 
the mind in the nature of reality, empty yet clear like 
the sky, is transcendent wisdom.” 

                 
                (Patrul Rinpoche, Words of My Perfect Teacher) 

 



Selflessness 101 
 

 “Ego uses irritation and indignation to fortify itself  
when any attempt is made to look into what the 
self actually is.”       (Contemplating Reality, pg 38) 

 

 “The openness of selflessness feels groundless and 
frightening at first.  That is why you need to 
approach it gradually until you start to realize that 
you are not losing anything except your delusions.”  

           (Contemplating Reality, pg 16) 



Selflessness 101 
  
 

 “Samsara is like making a mistake, and 
nirvana is like when you stop making it.” 

                   

                  (Khenpo Tsultrim Gyamtso Rinpoche) 

 



Two truths 
Doctrines taught by the Buddhas 

Rely wholly on the two truths, 

Worldly conventional truths  

And ultimate truths. 

Those who do not comprehend 

The difference between these truths 

Do not know the nature 

Of the profound doctrine of the Buddha. 
                (Nagarjuna) 



The truth about the two truths 
 Sometimes called relative truth and absolute truth; 

sometimes apparent reality and genuine reality; 
sometimes  appearance and emptiness 

 Not two types of viewpoints, nor two levels of reality 

 One is not “better” than the other 

 Not the same, but not different – Mipham says we 
should understand them the way we understand fire 
and warmth, not the way we understand light and dark 

 Most important to Madhyamaka meditators 

 Varies from school to school – i.e. what is conventional 
truth for some is absolute truth for others 



Overview of tenet systems 
 In Descent into Lanka Sutra, the Buddha says,  

 “My teaching has two modes: advice and tenets.  To 
children, I give advice; to  yogis, I give tenets.” 

 Tenet means “established conclusion;” i.e. a person 
knows it to be correct and intends not to give it up 

 For yogis and yoginis, view tenet system as rungs on 
ladder – the higher you climb, the better the view.  

 When studying tenet systems move up one rung at a 
time, reflecting and meditating on what you learn at 
each stage 

 

 



Overview of tenet systems 
 Only you know how fast to climb, or how far up to go 

 General advice: find the highest view possible, while 
still maintaining certainty in karmic cause and effect 

 “The higher rungs are more dangerous because they 
refute progressively more subtle types of reification.  
They therefore increase the risk of slipping into 
nihilism.” 

 If working with a particular view is pushing you into a 
conviction that conduct doesn’t matter, back off to 
“lower” tenet system  

              (Adapted from Newland, Appearance & Reality) 



Overview of tenet systems 
Foundational Vehicle              Mahayana 

 

 

   Vaibhasika     Sautrantika 

 

 

Cittamatra     Madhyamaka 

 

     

   Rangtong      Shentong 
               (Yogacara) 

 

Svatantrika     Prasangika 
 

           (From Progressive Stages of Meditation) 



Vaibhashika – Taking it Apart 
 Also called Great Exposition or Particularist School 

 Principle text: Vasubandhu’s Abhidharmakosha 

 Goal is self-liberation 

 Method is look at actual moments of experience rather 
than our conception of experience 

 Views the world as disintegrating collections held 
together only by concepts 

 Partless particles and momentless moments 



Vaibhashika – Taking it Apart 
 “Of all the footprints, the elephant’s are outstanding; just 

so, of all subjects of meditation for a follower of the 
Buddhas, the idea of impermanence is unsurpassed.” 

                (Patrul Rinpoche, Words of My Perfect Teacher) 
 

 Gross impermanence – impermanence of the continuum 

 Subtle impermanence – nothing lasts a second moment 
 

 “At first, to be fully convinced of impermanence makes you 
take up the Dharma, in the middle it whips up your 
diligence, and in the end it brings you to the radiant 
dharmakaya.”                                                     (Phadampa Sangye) 

 



Vaibhashika – Taking it Apart 
 Sorting for “self” amongst the skandhas 

 Five aggregates or heaps of existence 

 Form 

 Feeling 

 Discrimination 

 Mental factors 

 Consciousness 

 Mipham says five heaps all inclusive: “All phenomena 
which are conditioned things are included in the five 
aggregates.  They are the basis from which every 
system comes about.” 

 



Vaibhashika – Taking it Apart 
 

 If the self were the aggregates, 

 It would be something that arises and ceases. 

 If the self were something other than the aggregates 

 It would not have the aggregates characteristics. 

             (Nagarjuna) 



Vaibhashika – Taking it Apart 
“If the hesitant questioning is supplanted by a firm 
conviction that ‘the self which is grasped at as the 
personal identity of the aggregates is nothing but a mere 
imputation,’ and if one becomes accustomed to this, the 
absence of a self will be directly experienced.  To this 
end, it is said in the teachings that one should ask where 
the sense of ‘I’ arises, where it is located and abides, and 
where it subsides.  In accordance with this instruction, 
after making a thorough investigation, one should 
simply rest in the state of finding nothing.” 
           (Khenchen Kunzang Palden, Nectar of Manjushri’s Speech) 



Wrapping it up & looking ahead 
  

 The expression of emptiness is the play of appearance.  
This play is not separate from emptiness; it naturally 
dissolves back into the vast, empty expanse.  If play is 
the expression of emptiness, how could it be possible 
to place one before the other – temporally, spatially, or 
in any other way?  From this point of view, emptiness 
and appearance are in a state of equality, like pouring 
water into water. 

               (Anyen Rinpoche, Journey to Certainty)  


